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FEATHERS TO FLESH

J o s e p h i n e  l i e s  h e r e  b y  m y  s i d e  a s l e e p  i n  h e r  r o c k y  r a c o o n  s h i r t .  H e r  a r m s  o p e n  w i d e .  S h e 
h a s  t h e  h e a d  o f  a n  a n g e l ,  h e r  b o d y  i s  t a n n e d  f r o m  s o  m u c h  s w i m m i n g .  A  c o u p l e  d a y s  b a c k 
s h e  s w a m  o n  h e r  o w n  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e .  E m p o w e r i n g  m o m e n t  o f  g o d .  S h e  d i d  i t  r i g h t  o n 
t h e  h e e l s  o f  G e o r g i a ,  w h o  l e a p s  i n t o  t h e  w a t e r  n o w  a n d  s w i m s  s o l o  u n t i l  s h e  c a n ’ t  h o l d 
h e r  b r e a t h  a n y  l o n g e r  a n d  t h e n  b r i n g s  h e r  h e a d  u p  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  b i g g e s t  s m i l e .  L u c y  d o e s 
f u l l - o n  c a n n o n b a l l s  o f f  t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  p o o l  i n  t h e  d e e p  e n d .  T h e n  s h e  d o e s  t h e  p e n c i l  a n d 
n e x t  t o  t h e  s w a n  d i v e .  H e r  s i s t e r s  h a v e  c o m p l e t e  a d m i r a t i o n .  N e x t  t h e  t w i s t  a n d  s h o u t . 
M y  g i r l s ,  i n  f u l l  w i l d  g l o r y .
 L u c y  i s  a b l e  t o  c o m p r e h e n d  t h e  d e e p e r  p a r t s  o f  a l i c e  i n  w o n d e r s l a n d  t h e s e  d a y s  b u t  s t i l l 
h a s  t h a t  m y s t e r i o u s  u n f e t t e d  w i l d r e n e s s  t h a t  b e l o n g s  o n l y  t o  a  n i n e  y e a r  o l d .
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I  drive down the dirt  road to my mother’s  house.  The potholes have gotten deeper and more 
aggressive in welcoming me home. The house looks more or less the same, except the front 
door has been painted red.  I  leave my camera in the car,  I  don’t  want to give away my reasons 
for being here. 
 
Twitching legs while we slept,  legs that  didn’t  take up space. 
Snores and mumbles.  Maroon uniforms; crests  and collars not 
quite white. 
I  stand in the front doorway,  hesitant to pass the threshold.  They amble about the kitchen, 
nonchalant and confident in faded swim team tee-shirts  from middle school.  They have re-
fined their  movement,  l imbs no longer a  nuisance.  Their  faces have shifted;  longer noses and 
thinner cheeks.  Their  expressions too,  the perfected nuances of  the glare.  I  am reminded of 
the changes that  happen while we sleep.  We wake up with growing pains,  our muscles are 
stretched tight and we walk out of  our bedrooms tal ler.
 
Our mother f ights with the pastor;  I  am horrified and humil-
iated.  That wil l  be the last  t ime we attend bible study.  Our 
youngest  admits that  she prays in secret.  Unsure,  whether to 
believe or whether she’s al lowed to believe.
 
The sun shifts  positions and through the window, l ight lands perfectly  on the hairs  of  her 
arm; an image. I  pull  the lens board upward and click the shutter wide open. Moving under-
neath the dark cloth,  the edges pulled tight around my chin.  Camouflaged behind the cam-
era,  I  am allowed to stare 
 
She collects dead birds to paint.  They lay around the house, 
blue feathers turn grey,  and paintings of  f lower bouquets 
hang on the walls  instead.  
 
Focus fal ls  on the hands;  the f ingers wear rings now and the nails  that  are no longer left 
bitten and bleeding. The focus moves upward; the nose has begun to sculpt  an arch that  is  al l 
too familiar.  Darker eyebrows, and plucked too.  I  stare at  the innermost corner of  her eye, 
breath held,  wil l ing the focus to cooperate.  If  they’re good subjects,  or i f  you’re a  comfort-
ing photographer;  they wil l  al low you to look.
These days,  the birds collected on the mantle frighten me less.   I  understand the fascination 
with being al lowed to stare.  Without binoculars,  without t iptoeing around the yard ,  without 
holding your breath as to not scare the bluebird off  the branch; my mother immortalizes the 
bird on the mantle,  and in doing so asks us to look. 
         Lucil le  Reback       

T h a n k  y o u  t o  T a n y a  M a r c u s e ,  D a p h n e  F i t z p a t r i c k ,  a n d  J u l i a  G i l -
l a r d .  I  w i l l  n o t  s o o n  f o r g e t  t h e  e m p o w e r m e n t  o f  w o r k i n g  a l o n g s i d e 
w o m e n  t h a t  a r e  p a s s i o n a t e  a n d  d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  p h o -
t o g r a p h y . 
